Renew the light, lewd whisper.
In this passage, the mergence of the world?mud?threatens to swallow and merge with the body, and both of these images of mergence are followed by a regression of language into non-meaning.
But Roethke emerges from this primordial confusion and liquid mergence of all things; not by flying toward the opposite polarity, toward atomistic separateness, but by channeling into the world, into separateness, and carrying the wholeness from which that separateness is descended into every manifestation of it. In terms of time, this means that the sequence is about the evolution out of timelessness into that world which unites timelessness and time, that is, which unites the con tinual absence and presence of time, the slipping away and accumulation which is time. More specifically, the sequence is about the child's growth in time, and about how growth is that act which is always leaving and simultaneously falling back into itself. The best image of this is the child's literal growth into his limbs, his hands, feet, eyes, mouth, penis; as the child grows he always both retains him self Everything has been twice. My father is a fish.
The first thing to be noted about these lines is the quality of nonsense and play that they have. Roethke has begun his sequence as close to the condition of pri mordial mergence as possible, and the casting around of the language, the rang ing of it in play, as well as its decided lack of "meaning" in the usual sense, are expressions of this mergence. This is language at its most silent because it is language with little reference outside of itself. It is language as almost pure ges ture, as a mouth, where the condition of all the body is that of a mouth. Thus, the oral images in the first four lines are especially appropriate; the child is truly at an oral stage of development, where everything, including language, partakes of that total narcissistic union for which a baby at his mother's breast is the most apt image. This is why, spatially, most of the images in these lines have to do with being enclosed, and with the feeling of softness: play under the rocker, a hat in a can, "A real hurt is soft."
But the language in this section, for all of its narcissistic play and its self-en closedness, is not totally without a referential function. Indeed, part of the point of the lines is that the hard edge of "reality" is beginning to impinge upon the soft primordial wholeness of the child's world. Thus, the mention of teeth, or of a hurt, or a can, and thus also the matter-of-fact, almost abstract statements such as "Everything has been twice." This is also the feeling of the section s rhythm and movement: the casting around, the play and the flow of language is twice brought to an abrupt halt by some rather prosaic, flat lines. The language play and non sense verse occurs in four-line units, each line of which has two or three stresses and is not end-stopped; these flow smoothly until they are halted by three-line units with three or four stresses in each Une, all of which are end-stopped. This is the beginning of the strophe-antistrophe movement, the sway and counter sway, that is evident throughout the whole sequence. Out of narcissistic play, Roethke pulls up short at the plain fact of the world: "His ears haven't time," for example.
The awakening sense of time is perhaps the most important thing to note about this opening section. The word "time" is used three times, the point being that out of a timeless condition of play and self-enclosedness, the child is losing him self into time, he is beginning to feel a past grow behind him and a future come toward him. Thus, it is significant that one of the mentions of "time" is born out of that very playfulness and its differences from the primordial mergence that the child is leaving behind.
Everything has been twice, there is a dual mode to the world-in-time, as opposed to the self-enclosed nature of play and timeless mergence. Most of the rest of the sequence, as we shall see, will be an attempt to unite that dual mode with the previous wholeness of the child, a unity pre-figured by the father's being and not being of himself as a fish.
The image of the fish brings up another important consideration. Throughout the sequence, the father is identified with the male generative principle, that which penetrates the amorphous wholeness of pre-existence and infuses it with 63 Criticism form, that is, gives it parts, limbs, separations. This is why papa is "papa-seed," and why he is also a fish. The fish image in Roethke represents the only formed thing in the undifferentiated mass, the "body without skin," which is water: it is the root of that body, which means it is also the father of that body. The further identification of the fish with the penis, and thus of the father with the penis, is a natural one. As we shall see, images of the penis?the fish, the rat, the foot, the Two more points about this section: first, death is experienced for the first time by the child, and handily disposed of in play?something that will become in creasingly difficult to do as the sequence proceeds. Second, the phrase "I know" is repeated twice, an indication of the child's rapid growth in time. "I know" consti tutes in both cases a kind of recognition, and recognition implies that the child possesses a past which is not simply a primordial mergence, but is a history, an accumulation of experiences.
This phrase, "I know," triggers the next section, which in feeling, rhythm and theme is substantially different from the first two: A ghost can't whistle. I know! I know! Hello happy hands.
If the sequence is structured on a kind of progression-regression rhythm, or to put it differently, an expansion-deflation rhythm, the meaning of "deflation" is made clear in the first two stanzas of this section. In the first section the expansive play of the child stopped at the hard edge of the "real" world; here, that stoppage is given the explicit emotional character of fear, and the temporal and spatial char acter of being lost. It is rhythmically expressed by the fact that all the lines are end-stopped, and some even have full stops in the middle. Thus, the lines have a kind of atomistic quality, a feeling of things broken apart and lying beside each other. In terms of time, this is to say that the growing time-awareness of the child has suddenly hit a nerve in consciousness which reveals that time is slipping away as well as going forward. Thus, a kind of fear is produced in the child, a fear that makes him clutch at whatever is at hand in order to stop the passage of time. This is "being lost"; not the loss of orientation that can occur in a map
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Space, but the loss of self in time that necessarily occurs in growing up. Of course, the loss of self in time is always accompanied by a coming toward one's self?but either may be experienced more intensely than the other, and in this case the former is. This is why the child grabs at things: in order not to slip away into the past. But the irony is that whatever he reaches for slips away itself?as if he were being blown backwards, and reached out of desperation for doorknobs and handles that loosened and came off in his hand. Heidegger's description of fear is apt here: "When concern is afraid, it leaps from next to next, because it forgets itself and therefore does not take hold of any definite possibility."2 Thus, the lines: The further irony is that this jumping from thing to thing in order to stop time leads finally to regression. The child clutches at everything around him as time slips away, but nothing works, nothing is rooted, until he finally clutches at him self and his world once again becomes self-enclosed. Since the feeling of time slipping away is also a feeling of losing oneself, the solution is to embrace oneself, to root oneself in oneself. This is the "near" that the child asks God for. His world is not near because he is being blown back away from it, and all of its handles come loose. But his hands are near, those very limbs that he uses to clutch at the world: "I know! I know!/ Hello happy hands." The hint of masturbation is un mistakable here, especially given the accompanying references to "fish" and "worm." All that is necessary is for the child to direct the use of his hands toward himself, and hence allow himself to be blown totally back through time, to regress. Masturbation is an ambiguous act throughout the sequence. On the one hand, it is a dead end, a desperate attempt to stave off being lost. The penis itself is sl perfect image of the separateness into which the primordial wholeness of the child's world has been channelling; to fasten upon it is to acknowledge that frag mentation of the world which being lost results in. It is to relinquish the world as such, to let it pass by, and enclose onself like a snake swallowing its tail. But on the other hand, the act of enclosing oneself leads back to that pool of narcissistic and maternal wholeness out of which the child has been thrust, and therefore leads back to the original mergence with the world. The paradox is, then, that the very image of separation and isolation, the penis, leads to wholeness, and hence thrusts the child back into the world he has just relinquished. Masturbation be comes the act by which the child can connect with the erotic nature of his en vironment, that is, with the life of nature itself. Thus, the child says "I hear flowers" when masturbation is hinted at. This kind of fundamental erotic connec tion between the child and his world is made more explicit in passages where that masturbation is made more explicit, in "Praise to the End!" for example:
It's dark in this wood, soft mocker. All risings Fall.
The "near" the child asks for becomes the natural things of the world, as well as his own skin: "It's a great day for the mice./Prickle-me, tickle-me, close stems." And so that being lost which had forced the child back on himself has become its own opposite, a being found. The deflation which is being lost has become, of its own movement, an inflation, both literally and figuratively, a mutual embrace of the child and his world. 
Don't tell my hands.
Have I come to always? Not yet. One father is enough.
Maybe God has a house.
But not here.
The father's death dramatically heightens the son's sense of separation from him
self, that is, from his original mergence with the world. Time is now "a long long time" since it has fallen out of itself, and the son is "somebody else" since he has done the same. Nothing is in fact present, nothing is here. "Kisses come back," the son says; God is "somewhere else," and even God's house, the world itself, is "not here." What the fathers' death shows, then, is that the narrator's reconcilia tion with the father will be in an important sense a reconciliation with every thing, with God, with the world. Thus, the line "One father is enough" will find an answer in the very last poem of the sequence: "A son has many fathers."
The dominant theme of "Where Knock Is Open Wide," then, is that of being lost. There is a momentary interlude, an awakening and being found in section And this wandering breaks out into pure playful wish in the next section, followed in turn by a conscious realization that the leaping ahead of time means the world is always essentially incomplete:
I wish I was a pifflebob I wish I was a funny I wish I had ten thousand hats, And made a lot of money.
Open a hole and see the sky: A duck knows something You and I don't.
Tomorrow is Friday.
The image of the hole, and the realization that time is slipping ahead, combine in the poem to form the essential structure of desire. Desire is a hole that is always being filled, but never retains anything; hence, it is a constant and pure progres sion, a continual outstripping of itself. It is pure mouth, which is why the pre dominant imagery of the poem is oral imagery ("Sit in my mouth" at the begin ning of the poem, and "My hoe eats like a goat" at the end). Desire is above all eating, and it is that particular eating, like fire, whose sustenance passes through it instead of being retained.
70
The images of eating?and of fire?congregate at the end of the poem, and be come explicitly sexual. At the poem's beginning, oral images appear in terms of the mother, but at the end they are presented in terms of the "her" introduced in "Where Knock Is Open Wide."
It is almost as if, in order to stop the ceaseless passing through and slipping ahead that constitute desire, the narrator had to invent an object of desire. This is, of course, the structure of all sexual awaken ings: they are not precipitated by a "her," but rather the desire which already exists casts around until it finds a "her" it can anchor in:
Who's ready for pink and frisk?
My hoe eats like a goat. ture of temporality, the structure for which being lost on the one hand and de sire on the other are only partial manifestations. As we shall see, the fire with roots is the very act of growth which is temporality in its most complete sense.
The next poem, "Bring the Day!" is the shortest of the sequence, and repre sents a kind of peaceful interlude before the emphasis in the sequence shifts to growth and embracing the world. The dominant image of this poem is the kiss, again an oral action, but that particular oral action which is neither a devouring nor a being devoured, but is rather a kind of floating on the surface of both. The 
What slides away
Provides.
Just as water partitions itself out of an original wholeness into more and more re fined parts?rivers and streams?and yet retains that original wholeness, carrying it into each of those parts, so growth is the activity of partitioning one's body into its parts, while always retaining that original mergence, that original wholeness, that "pool" out of which it came. The "coiling ooze" is one's own body as well as the amorphous body of the earth, and thus it is one's body as a hole or pit in which one is trapped. Similarly, the But the point is that the concept of growth embraces both of these aspects of the imagery of holes. Growth is that activity in which we are always being filled and yet always emerging from ourselves, it is the grave and the nest united. Growth is time as falling, and particularly, in terms of the body, time as a falling into and a simultaneous rising out of ourselves. This is growth:
we lose and gather ourselves, we slip by ourselves in the very act of falling into ourselves, we always overflow ourselves without spilling. Roethke's most stunning image of a kind of overflowing which doesn't spill occurs at the end of 'The Shape of the Fire":
To know that light falls and fills, often without our knowing, As an opaque vase fills to the brim from a quick pouring, Fills and trembles at the edge yet does not flow over, Still holding and feeding the stem of the contained flower. This is precisely the condition of the body in growth, a fact made clear by Roethke's description, several lines before this passage, of a rose "Rising slowly out of its bed,/Still as a child in its first loneliness." Growth is a perfect unity of stasis and silence with continual becoming, and hence it is a sustained fullness which trembles at its own brim, and which simultaneously leaves itself in order to feed itself. It is that unity of the timelessness of the child's world with the suc cessiveness of adulthood which enables time to embrace both presence and ab sence, both passing and becoming. This is why Roethke's narcissism, evident throughout the sequence, is not idle self-indulgence, but that perfect excess of being which is also perfectly trim, that complete absorption in one's self which is also completely impersonal. "Fishing, I caught myself behind the ears," he says in "Unfold! Unfold!", indicating that the reach into one's self, into the narcissistic pool, is also an emergence out of one's self. To submerge is to emerge in Roethke's poems; or, as Roethke puts it, to go back is to go forward. Growth is that very activity in which one always falls back into the hole of the self, fills that hole, and is consequently impelled forward?all in one motion. Growth is thus the activity which organizes all of the counter movements of the poem, the sway and counter sway of its rhythm, the progression-regression, ex pansion-deflation movement of the child's wanderings in the world. Growth unites, in fact, being lost and desiring or needing?it is that fire with roots by which we are what we become, and it thus unites being lost and being found. The emphasis upon being found in the rest of the sequence, then, is equally an emphasis upon coming toward oneself in the world. The emphasis is also upon uniting with the world, upon filling the world as one fills one's self, while always not-being the world as well, while always flow ing out of it. The ambiguity of masturbation in the seqeunce reflects this being and not-being of the self and the world, and indicates its connection with the concept of growth. Masturbation is a kind of ecstatic self-enclosedness, a being filled which is also outside of itself, and specifically is outside of itself by being in the world, by erotically uniting with nature. Growth is thus that very excess of being which overflows into the world, into the objects of the world, and enables the body both to define itself on the "ground" of the world and to unite with the world. This is why, in " The "separateness of all things" is preserved in Roethke's world, and so the space of that world is not one absolute objective block; but neither is it an atomistic space, in which each thing is confined totally to itself. Rather, it is a space which 
